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MISSION BEGINS WITH GRATITUDE Isaiah 12:1-5
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"With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. And you will say in that day: Give thanks to the Lord…." (Isaiah 12:3)
Today is a day we’ve set aside to honor 55 people who have been members of this church for 50 years or more. That’s a minimum of 2,750 accumulated years of membership! Wow!
When we look at the names and see the faces of these people, we have an honor roll of those who have helped shape this church into an ongoing force for good in this community. We are here today to give thanks for all of you who have had a part in preparing a strong foundation on which others of us now build. 
Someone has said that we drink from wells that others have dug. We warm at fires that others have built. In short, we owe a large debt to those who, through the years, have invested themselves in the life of this community of faith
Churches can sometimes be like people. We may think that we have succeeded by our own hard work or ingenuity. But we have come here today to remember that we are not self-made. God has a way of sending the right people at the right time in our history, and they open doors of opportunity for all of us. When we are tempted by own self-importance or grandiosity, we may need to remember that we stand on the shoulders of many who have prepared the way and helped us to see the goodness in us and around us.
Sometimes I find that the wisdom of children’s books helps us get the point. In one of Dr. Seuss’ delightful books, "Yertle the Turtle," there is a profound theological message. In the story Yertle is an ambitious turtle living in a lowly pond. He decides that he wants to see what lies over the banks of the pond. 
Since Yertle has some leadership ability, he persuades other turtles to stand underneath him, so he can climb up on their backs. He looks out and now can see the lovely grass on the bank of the pond. But then he wants to see the flowers in the meadow, so he yells for more turtles in get in the stack. Next he wants to see the trees beyond the meadow, and the sky over the trees, so he stacks more turtles. The pages of the book are filled with dozens of turtles stacked on top of each other, with Yertle perched on top, filled with the glory of his lofty position. 
All stories have their dramatic moments, and the drama happens in this story when a lowly turtle named Mack, down near the bottom of the stack, suddenly has to burp. And of course, the stack of turtles begins to sway, and Yertle comes tumbling down.
This story has many themes, but one of the primary ones is that we are interconnected with all those in our story. We stand on the shoulders of other people; and if we ignore that fact, we are headed for a downfall.
There may be Yertles among us who want to see more and know more; but if we’re going to see, we need the awareness that we’re all in this together. We all need each other, and we need to help one another see the beauty and wonder, to help each other appreciate the life we’ve all been given. That means we are here to offer each other ongoing support and a fierce loyalty.
That’s what church is all about. Regardless of the flaws of the institutional church, our job is to provide the support, loyalty, nurture, compassion, and grit that make God’s dream a reality for all of us. 
Today I draw this sermon from two texts. Our Isaiah text for today says "With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. And you will say in that day: Give thanks to the Lord…" (Isaiah 12:3) Paul’s Second Letter to the Thessalonians says, "Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right." (2 Thessalonians 3:13)
Drawing water from the well
We come to church first to draw water. We drink from wells that others have dug. Welcome to this well at the corner of Watts and Urban, a well from which thirsty souls have drunk since 1923. The church itself is not the well. We are the guardians, the housing, for the well. The water of salvation is God’s great gift. But since Jesus’ day, people have known that we’ve needed to provide gathering places where the water supply is flowing, where the well is maintained, repaired, and made inviting. So we can say to all who pass near here, "Welcome to the well. And to those who’ve been away awhile, welcome back to this well."
In the recent weeks of grief and fear, we’ve felt a stronger need to come back to the well. We’ve needed to draw up the water of life that alone can quench our thirst. We’ve needed the nourishment provided by the well and by the people at the well. 
You may recall that in Jesus’ day the well was the gathering place where people kept in touch, where friendships were nurtured and where energies were restored by the vitality of relationships.
The well for us is housed in the church. The well is maintained by the church. We come here to be known and to be healed. We come here to find grace and challenge. We come here to renew our connection to God and each other. We come here to find nurture from God’s word, classes, mission groups, singing together, eating together, praying together. We come here because we know we can’t make it by ourselves. We come here to be an alternative community to the world of violence and fear and hate. We come here for the well of God’s love and compassion. And we come here to be with God’s people at the well.
Practicing saying "Thank you"
"With joy you will draw water from the well of salvation. And give thanks." We come here not only to receive, but also to give thanks for what we have received and continue to receive. When we become alert and aware of all the goodness around us --- the pond, the meadow, the flowers, the trees, the sky, and the people, then we begin to feel awe, delight, and gladness. Then the only appropriate thing to do is to give thanks. 
We come here to practice saying "Thank you." In this sense church is always a place for rehearsals---practice. We practice saying "thank you." The thing about the "Yertle the Turtle" story that bothers me is that Yertle never said "thank you" to all those turtles who made it possible for him to see the meadow and flowers and trees and sky. That’s why today we’ve come to say "Thank you" to all those who have nurtured this church, all who have maintained the well through 50-plus years.
How do we say "Thank you"? First we practice saying the words. Sometimes people pay us a compliment, "You did a fine job with that class. That was a delicious pie you made. A wonderful song you sang." Have you noticed that we sometimes brush aside the compliment? We may say, "Well, it could have been a whole lot better." No, the only response to make is "Thank you." Our job is to practice saying "Thank you."
We come here to say to God, over and over, "Thank you, God. Thank you—for each other, for this Watts Street well, for the prayers of the people here, for life-giving worship, for the gift of community. Thank you."
We can use words. But we can also turn our thanks into giving – into deeds. "Do not be weary in doing what is right." (2 Thessalonians 3:13) It was St. Francis who said, "Preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words." We might also say, "Live your thanks at all times. If necessary, use words." 
When we have found the well of salvation, when we have found the vigor and vitality of new life, then we have to find ways to tell the news to others. Mission then is a natural outgrowth of thanks. We express our thanks when we teach Sunday school, deliver Meals on Wheels, hammer nails for Habitat or when we tutor a disadvantaged child in Walltown. Whenever we reach out to express the compassion of Christ to one in need, that’s thanks-giving. When we support the mission of this church with our pledges of money, that’s thanks-giving.
When we spend our energies investing in the lives of children, youth and adults in this church, that’s thanks-giving. When we keep investing in the life-giving mission of this church, that’s thanks-giving.
Today as we honor our veteran members, we are paying tribute to these who for many years have supported this church with their thanks-giving. We are aware that as we age, life imposes certain limitations on us. We may not be able to be as involved as we once were. There is a season for everything. But we also want to encourage our senior members to stay as active as you can. One crusty old fellow in another church used to say over and over, "Stay involved." He seemed to echo the sage advice of John Wesley who said: Do all the good you can, By all the means you can, In all the ways you can, In all the places you can, To all the people you can, As long as ever you can."
Stay involved in as many ways as you can. As the old poem says it, "Grow old with me. The best is yet to be." We build a bright future on the goodness of the past.
God is not done with us yet, with any of us, whatever our age. God’s Spirit is always at work, renewing us, reviving us, converting us. We are all being made new as we draw water from God’s well of salvation. We are all invited to "walk in newness of life." That means that God’s Spirit is always calling us to be on mission, to continue Jesus’ mission of love, compassion, non-violence, inclusiveness for all people. The best is yet to be. And as we see the great gifts we’ve received from the well, we will keep giving thanks and finding ways to be involved in Jesus’ mission --- bringing the world a little closer to God’s dream.
We are here to say "Thank you." And out of gratitude, we go forth to carry the Light, to do God’s work, to continue the mission of Jesus.
Thanks be to God. So may it be. Amen.
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